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The Great Cover-Up


Willie Chance

When we sent the girls to grandma’s house, my wife also sent all the plastic hair coverings she uses to keep her hair dry when she showers.  By the time she discovered that she had left them there and had none to use for herself, it was too late to go buy more.  She got the bright idea to use a plastic grocery bag to cover her hair.  It worked, but it was not a pretty sight!  Kroger, Winn Dixie, Food Lion and Food Max need to put a warning on the bags, “Do not use in the shower for a hair cover.”  She was a sight!  It gave an all new meaning to the term, ‘bag lady.’

Plants need cover-ups too, though not to keep dry.  Harsh weather stresses them and they cannot move inside to avoid it.  Now is a good time to protect your plants.

Have your trees shed leaves and needles across your lawn?  Do not leave them on the lawn, they can smother it.  Rake them and use as mulch in flower beds.

Pine needles work best.  Leaves tend to pack and can tend to smother roots.  You can still use them, but you may want to compost them first, or grind them with a mower and use a thinner layer.  Apply about two to three inches of pine straw.  You should not be able to see the soil afterwards.  If you can see the dirt, the weeds can see the sunlight and will grow.

You can also use pine bark nuggets, shredded hardwood mulch or chips.  Do not use freshly ground material.  It needs to compost a month or so or it may slow plant growth when applied.  You can even use a combination of straw and leaves in beds for a natural look.  Some even use pine cones for mulch which requires lots of cones but is also said to keep deer out of the beds.  Other mulches include compost, composted pecan hulls and straw.

Mulch large areas around trees and shrubs - two to three times the spread of the branches.  Mulch that area under the tree that will not grow grass.

Mulching is one of the best things you can do for your plants.  It slows weeds and diseases, insulates their roots from heat and cold and reduces water loss from the soil surface.  If the area is poorly drained already, do not mulch though.  It may keep the area too wet.  

Mulches are a blanket of protection for plants.  You can water and fertilize right through them.

I do not recommend stone mulches.  They get hot in summer and can increase water loss.  They may be useful in shady areas where there are no trees to litter the mulch, but these areas are rare.

Another cover up may be required on plants that cannot take the cold.  Mandevilla, bouginvillea, dipladenia, some hibiscus, poinsettia and many others cannot take the cold.  If you cannot take them in, you can protect from a light frost by covering them in early to mid afternoon with a sheet of plastic.  This will only give a little protection.  Large trees like banana need to be wrapped with burlap to protect them.  Call for details.

Call the Houston County Extension Office for more details on gardening or visit our web site at http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston
My thanks to Gary Wade and Janet Rodekohr of the University of Georgia Extension Service for contributing to this article.

